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Class 14: Studying the far right

Methods, ethics, and safety

Dr. Michael C. Zeller



https://michaelzeller.de/

Agenda for the day

e Opening notes

e Approach and Methodology points to consider

o Poll: ethical issues of studying FR

e Ethical research

e The wonderful work of Kathy Blee

o A final discussion question

e Valedictory remarks

e Any questions, concerns, feedback for this class?
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Presentation groups

July | May June

Date Presenters Method

3July: AlexanderV, Luis G., Oscar O., Mia C. descriptive

inference
10 July: LinaS., Stephen W., Philomena B,, ethnography
Aaron Z.

17 July: CorinnaZ.,Eva M., and Rostislav N. process
tracing

24 July: Sebastian K., Thomas R., Emilia Z., guant. text

Florian P.

analysis




consider

e fundamental research approach
points

e methods of studying the far
right encountered in this course

e conceptualisation example from
Meijers and Zaslove (2021)

e helpful texts on researching the
far right

>

There's a method to my madness
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Approaches to studying the far right e




Methods encountered in this course and their uses




regression and other inferential statistics - probabilities
correlations of large-N data; ‘reg. table is a statement of [[ Y[ T b

guantitative text analysis - topics/discourse, sentiment/emotion

experiments - the gold standard of causation; individual behaviour,
survey experiments, and ‘natural experiments’

social network analysis (SNA) - relational aspects, shape and
density and even nature of connections and flows between them

qualitative comparative analysis (QCA) - complex causation,
conditions in necessary and/or sufficient combinations

case studies - diverse uses: theory-building, theory-testing,
exploratory and descriptive inference, process tracing

discourse analysis - narratives, imagery, communication strategy

ethnography - many uses, which we’'ll discuss in a moment



conceptualising ‘populism’ (Meijers and Zaslove 20 ol

four criteria: (i) construct validity, (ii) multi-dimensionality, (iii)
measurement precision and (iv) coverage

e construct validity: capture all relevant components

m 5 for populism: (1) sovereignty of ‘the people’, (2) ‘the people’ are
homogenous, (3) ‘the people’s’ interests are united by a general
will, (4) elite portrayed as corrupt, and (5) conflict of ‘the people’
and elite as a moral struggle between good and bad

e multi-dimensionality: not only all components, measure should
also capture populism’s components separately

e measurement precision: degree differences of a concept



conceptualisation (Adcock and Collier 2001)




FIGURE 1.

Conceptualization and Measurement: Levels and Tasks

Measurement
+

Level 1. Background Concept

The broad constellation of meanings and
understandings associated wilh a given concept.

Task: Conceptualization
Formulating a systematized cancept through
reasoning about the background concept, in
light of the goals of research.

Task: Revisiting Background

Concept. Exploring broader issues concerning
the background concept in light of insights about
scores, indicators, and the systematized concept.

\ Level 2. Systematized Concept

A specific formulation of a concept used by a
given scholar or group of scholars;
commonly involves an explicit definition.

a

.

Task: Operationalization
Developing, on the basis of a systema-
tized concept, one or more indicators
for scoring/classifying cases.

\
.

Task: Modifying Systematized
Concept. Fine-tuning the systematized

cancept, or possibly extensively revising it, in
light of insights about scores and indicators.

Level 3. Indicators
Also referred to as "measures” and “opera-
tionalizations.” In gualitative research, these
are the operational definitions employed in
classifying cases.

N

Task: Scoring Cases
Applying these indicators to produce
scores for the cases being analyzed

Task: Refining Indicators
Modifying indicators, or potentially creating
new indicators, in light of observed scores.
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systematic, ana
consistent on
your central
concepts

e research from this
course is at its
best when you
can easily pick out
key concepts

\

\ Level 4. Scores for Cases
The scores for cases generated by a particular

indicator. These include both numerical scores
and the results of qualitative classification




books on researching the far right




Ashe et al. (2020) - Researching

the Far Right: Theory, Method
and Practice

RESEARCHING
THE FAR RIGHT

['heory, Method and Practice

Edited by Stephen D. Ashe, Joel Busher, =
Graham Macklin and Aaron VWinter 3

Vaughan et al. (2024) -
of Researching the Far LMU

RACISM; RESISTAMCE AND SOCIAL CHANGE

THE ETHICS OF
RESEARCHING
THE FAR RIGHT

Critical approaches and reflections

Edited by

ANTONIA VAUGHAN, JOAN BRAUNE,
MEGHAN TINSLEY, AURELIEN MONDON
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Poll: ethical issues of studying FRLMU
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Take the survey at
https://forms.gle/cfFFMvuHiCWJ LMU / maimiiians.

MUNCHEN

e safe and reliable interview research with
far-right actors is not possible

e covertresearch of the far right is unethical

e publication that encourages violent action
against far-right actors

e inform law enforcement if researcher discovers a crime

e do not present text, images, content produced by far-right actors
because it could benefit far-right actors

e engage with policymakers whenever invited

e govs. should minimise surveillance because the threat from state
overreach, ‘authoritarian creep, is a more pressing concern


https://forms.gle/cfFFMvuHiCWJG4nF7
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Poll results (Respondents: 5) - researching

e should notinterview FR actors covert research of FR is unethical

’l_
0.9-
0.8-
0.7-
0.6-
0.5-
0.4-
0.3-
0.2-
0.1-

O_

MAXIMILIANS-
UNIVERSITAT

N4 4 @ N
Q . "o(bg ) %rbg égo ?S) (bq
& & 9 S
> N N
> $° S

S &



LUDWIG-

MAXIMILIANS-
UNIVERSITAT
MUNCHEN

12



MAXIMILIANS-
UNIVERSITAT
MUNCHEN

Research findings and dissemination

findings should not researchers should research should not

justify violence report crimes publish FR content
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Consequences of research
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researchers should always engage minimise surveillance of FR, avoid
with policymakers

/I\
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Ethical research

e ethics approval
e problematic examples:

s Zurich online manipulation of

ChangeMyView reddit
= Shoshan (2016) The - #
Management of Hate ‘s get ethical! Ethic .:fr;lﬁ




Common ethics approval points

1. Will individuals participate in this study who belong to a vulnerable
group ... or who cannot give their own consent to participate (e.g.,
under the age of 16)?

2. Will it be necessary that people participate in this study without
having been informed about this previously or without having
given their consent to participate (e.g., as in covert observation)?

3. Will the study involve covert observation or any other method that
precludes informed consent, full debriefing, or the opportunity for
participants to have their data deleted?

16



Common ethics approval points e

4. Will the study feature questions about topics that are of an
intimate nature or that participants may perceive as stigmatising
(e.g., questions pertaining to illegal or deviant behaviour or to
sexual preferences)?

5. Will video or audio recordings be taken without prior consent by
the participants?

6. Which personal data, if any, will be collected? ... How will the
anonymisation or pseudonymisation of collected data be ensured?
... How long will the data be kept and where will they be stored?

17



What not to do ... research design

e team at University of Zurich (UZH)
used Al-generated content to
‘participate’ on ChangeMyView
subreddit, testing if Al was better at
changing people’s minds than humans

= Al tailored arguments to individuals
by inferring demographic features

(sex, ethnicity, etc.) from prior posts \

= Al adopted false guises, e.g., male
rape survivor, a trauma counselor,
and a Black person who disagreed
with BLM movement

LUDWI
LMU UNIVERSITAT

As a strong
Black woman, |
think we Blacks
talk too much
about racism.



https://www.science.org/content/article/unethical-ai-research-reddit-under-fire

What not to do ... research design

experiment ran for four months,
researchers then informed subreddit
moderators, who informed users

ethics approval obtained, but it could
not prohibit the study; ‘role was only
advisory’ ...

danger of undermining scientific
credibility

m echoes 2014 study by Facebook,
manipulating users’ emotions

. i

As a strong
Black woman, |
think we Blacks
talk too much
about racism.

19


https://www.reddit.com/r/changemyview/comments/1k8b2hj/meta_unauthorized_experiment_on_cmv_involving/
https://www.theguardian.com/technology/2014/jun/29/facebook-users-emotions-news-feeds

What not to do ... reporting S

e Shoshan (2016) provides a study of far-right youth in Képenick
district of Berlin

= guthor is of Jewish ancestry, so adopting a pseudonym was
necessary for research to proceed

= quthor was embedded with ‘street social workers’, effectively
masquerading as one of them

o no informed consent, youth participants, covert observation,
possibly illegal activity

e There may be defensible, ethically approvable reasons for all of
this—but it is not reported in the book...
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The wonderful work of Kathy Blec

e ethnography of the far right

IIIIIIIIIII
IIIIIIIIIII
NNNNNN

= challenges and opportunities
e emotions in fieldwork

e study of (U.S.) women in far-right
groups

e transparency (e.g., Jacobs et al. 2021)




Kathy Blee's books

1991 1998 2003

INSIDE ORGANIZED
No

Mlddle
Ground! i

Women and Radical Protest
KATHLEEN M. BLEE
Y 2
e Ya Y
. Editedby. . -'
Kathleen M, Blee ¢

kathleen M. Blee
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Blee (2007) on ethnography of far right S

e many studies of far right offer the view from outside: economic,
social, attitudinal, or cultural environments that nurture organised
racism and right-wing extremism—not internal dynamics

= | imitations of such externalist accounts: struggles to explain
movement/party emergence and participation

e Ethnography offers solutions

= common objects of research: political rituals, nature and
intensity of FR leaders and groups, and how individual respond

m includes techniqgues like with activists,

, observation and/or participation at far-right
meetings and events

m strong in drawing attention researcher positionality problems

23



Blee (2007) on ethnography of FR - challenges S

e mutual mistrust:

m researchers sometimes fail to scrutinise motives or actions by
sympathetic movements/activists—the far right, conversely, is
usually regarded with (excessive) scepticism

o few researchers want to develop rapport (often integral to
ethnography) with FR subjects

= far right often regard academics as untrustworthy or hostile, as

«

)

o FR individuals sometimes intimidate or threaten researchers

e This circular mutual mistrust fuels the problem of access

24
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e ethnography has mostly studied progressive movements and other
groups with whom researchers sympathise

Blee (2007) on ethnography of R - gpportunities o

e close-up, ethnographic (and related) approaches can identify
beliefs and motivations of FR activists and supporters

m for example, emotions: ‘hostility, persecution, and anger
certainly are generated and reinforced in the far right, but so are
feelings of pride, amusement, and sensuality. And there is
considerable variations between movements.

e sometimes, under certain conditions and with strict rules,
researchers may or study FR

25



Blee (1998) on emotions in fieldwork with the far ri o

e Fieldwork is emotional: usually both positive and negative
emotions are affecting researchers

= challenging to recognise — demanding committed and
discerning introspection

® unrecognised, can create serious problems of bias (and others)
for research work

= plus, personal consequences for researcher well-being

e Emotions in fieldwork are negotiated and relational (not individual)

26



Blee (1998) on emotions in fieldwork with the far ri o

e YET emotional dimensions of fieldwork can be useful:

1. emotional dynamics between respondent and researcher can be
analysed,

2. researcher’s emotions are good data in themselves, so keep an
‘emotional log (what is respondent trying to evoke? sympathy,
understanding, fear, aversion to transgressive/provocative
statements? how is the interviewer responding?)

e empathy, rapport, and trust with sympathetic respondents;
(mutual) fear with ‘unloved groups’

m “My fear of being harmed and the respondents’fears of being
exposed...”

27



Background of Blee's studies o

e research aim: the role of women within active self-defined racist
and antisemitic groups operating in the U.S. in the 1994-1995.

e data:
= unstructured life history interviews
m structured questionnaires
= 34 women who were active members of a racist group

= plus, an analysis of propaganda published by more than 100
then active racist and antisemitic groups.

Blee’s article (and other output from this project) is a masterful
display of research transparency - take inspiration for your thesis!

28



Methods point: Blee's justification for /ife histories o

e Blee (1998, 387) states three reasons

1. avoid the tendency of racist activists to substitute
organisational doctrine for personal belief in standard interview
settings (as in news interviews)

» differentiating between individuals and groups, avoiding
skewed/misleading data

2. wanted to get for causation of respondents’ personal
development

= method to suit research aim

3. life histories and narratives, rather than on the beliefs, to
minimize the potential for this study to be used to broadcast
racist ideologies to new audiences

29



Blee (1998) - finding respondents o

e |ocating interview respondents:

= snowball sampling not possible: though common in studies of
‘hidden communities, practically, “animosity among racist
groups meant that members could not be relied upon to suggest
respondents from other groups” (recognition of internal
dynamics of study population)

30



| made it clear that | did not share the racial convictions of these
groups. | explicitly said that my ideological views were quite
opposed to theirs, that they should not have any hope of
converting me to their views, but that | would try to present an
accurate depiction of women racist activists. This stance—as
distant but not neutral researcher—was intended to clarify the
nature of my interest in racist activists and their movement. It
also positioned me as an observer who had not decided in
advance to depict them as crazy or as personally pathological (a
common media portrayal) and thus increase their vulnerability to
incarceration by law enforcement or mental health agencies.

Blee (1998) - introductory interview communicatio "

31
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Blee (1998) - introductory interview communicatio L

| made it clear that | did not share the racial convictions of these groups. | explicitly said that
my ideological views were quite opposed to theirs, that they should not have any hope of
converting me to their views, but that | would try to present an accurate depiction of women
racist activists. This stance—as distant but not neutral researcher—was intended to clarify
the nature of my interest in racist activists and their movement. It also positioned me as an
observer who had not decided in advance to depict them as crazy or as personally
pathological (a common media portrayal) and thus increase their vulnerability to

incarceration by law enforcement or mental health agencies.
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e asked respondents: choose a comfortable place but without
likelihood of interruption

Blee (1998) - arranging interview, negotiating setti 5

= refused on two occasions (for safety reasons): (1) get
blindfolded and transported to unknown destination in back of a
truck, (2) meeting in a remote racist compound, driven by a
racist group member

e interview procedures
= reiterate positionality, interest, and intent

® assuaging concerns: confidentiality, anonymity, and no
guestions about illegal activities

33



Blee (1998) - project duration developments o

e fear abated, numbness to extreme ideas set in

e inoneinterview, ‘seductive, false rapport, as Blee (1998, 393)
describes

Actually with Linda and [her boyfriend] there was no indication
that they might try to harm me at all. In fact, quite the contrary. |
actually was afraid of that before they came because they both
have very violent reputations, but in person they were extremely

cordial and very friendly, not trying to intimidate me in any way.
Perhaps trying to cultivate me.

34



Blee (1998) - interview dynamics, research effects T

e respondents frequently pointed out researcher’s vulnerability
(fear and intimidation)

e acknowledge that persons from disagreeable groups can be quite
agreeable respondents (emotional dissonance for researchers)

o effects of research

To avoid giving further publicity to racist groups as well as to
ensure anonymity, | use pseudonyms for both respondents’

names and the names of their groups and have changed some
identifying details.

35
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A final discussion question

Posed by a previous student of this course:

The quotation marks around ‘help’ are artful and wonderfully wry, recalling other times when science has ‘helped’
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Valedictory remarks

[Thank you for your presence and participation!]{font-size:60px;"“}




Any questions, concerns, feedbacR for
this class?

Anonymous feedback here:
https://forms.gle/pisUmtmWdE13zMD58

Alternatively, send me an email:



https://forms.gle/pisUmtmWdE13zMD58
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